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Abstract 
‘And One Fine Morning’: Gatsby, Obama, and the Resurrection of Hope  
Hope is a word that has re-emerged in the light of Obama’s stunning win in 
the United States election.  In this time of economic gloom and the reality of 
bleak recession and unprecedented job losses the United States has embraced 
the hopeful message of Barack Obama. For many years ‘hope’ has been a 
word that has been lost, forgotten, and banished to the margins of romantic 
longing and wishful thinking.  Hope is also a word that has been much 
discussed in relation to the iconic The Great Gatsby but usually in a negative 
fashion to demonstrate the unattainability of the American dream. Marcella 
Taylor called Gatsby “the unfinished American Epic” which focused on the 
“passing of the last utopian frontier” and suggested the significance of this 
passing on American society as a whole. In the last few months, however, 
hope has made a return and one gets the feeling that Fitzgerald’s words ‘but 
that’s no matter-to-morrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther . . . 
And one fine morning’ -- are once again being heard. 
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‘ ‘And One Fine Morning’:  Gatsby, Obama, and the Resurrection of Hope’ 
 
Hope is a word that has re-emerged in the light of Obama’s stunning win in 
the United States election.  In this time of economic gloom and the reality of 
bleak recession and unprecedented job losses the United States has embraced 
the hopeful message of Barack Obama. For many years, especially the years 
under the Bush administration ‘hope’ had been a word that had been lost, 
forgotten, and banished to the margins of romantic longing and wishful 
thinking.    Whereas President Bush brought up connotations of dystopian rule 
and the fear of voicelessness Obama has managed to bring a country together 
with the uniting symbol of hope.  This feat is even more remarkable if one 
considers that Obama has managed to do this in a time when the country is 
economically at its weakest: ‘Well, we’re already starting to see flickers of 
hope out there’ (Obama 2009, 2).  
         The United States has always been a country that has sought symbols of 
unity and these symbols have usually been ones that emphasise youthfulness 
rather than maturity because youthfulness encompasses the ideals of continued 
change, evolution, and the promise of a fresh start. D. H. Lawrence went as far 
as to say ‘that is the true myth of America.  She starts old, old, wrinkled and 
writhing in an old skin.  And there is a gradual sloughing off of the old skin, 
towards a new youth.  It is the myth of America’ (Lawrence qtd in Lewis 
1955, 1). Lawrence emphasises that this youthfulness is a story, a self-created 
and self-generated myth. The United States, as a settler nation, was founded 
on ideas of fresh starts and possibilities. Nowhere are these concepts of fresh 
starts and possibilities more clearly represented than in F Scott Fitzgerald’s 
iconic The Great Gatsby.  This famous American novel reveals the struggles 
that take place in the sloughing off of the old skin, towards a new and hopeful 
youth.  Contemporary America has entered a new and exciting phase but it is 
not enough to offer empty symbols of unity and promise. Throughout The 
Great Gatsby hope is dismantled and rebuilt.  Youthful possibilities pulsate 
throughout the story and energise and re-energise the story.  Barack Obama 
has become President after a period of the dismantling of hope but he has 
managed to rebuild and encourage visions of hopeful promises and longings.  
He has made America believe again in fresh starts and possibilities. 
     Of course, the United States was not an unsettled nation when the Puritans 
landed. The Indigenous peoples already had in place a very complex and 
successful structure of land ownership and societal rules.  However, for 
explorers and for the later Puritans, America offered up a land of indefinite 
hope: ‘It provoked Utopian social hopes, millenarian visions of history, new 
scientific inquiries, new dreams of mercantilism, profit and greed, new funds 
for the artistic imagination’ (Ruland and Bradbury 1992, 4). Its bounty, both 
imaginatively and idealistically, seemed endless. During the past decade. 
however, the imaginative and idealistic have seemed very limited in scope. 
Barack Obama has allowed ‘new dreams’ to come to the surface. 
        In a recent article in The New York Times Michiko Kakutani (2009) says 
that Barack Obama’s reading habits emphasise the notion of self-creation and 
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possibility.  It cites examples such as The Invisible Man, The Golden 
Notebook and the poems of Derek Walcott to show how Obama has used 
words and language to create a fresh, strong and self-assured identity. He has 
drawn from Ellison’s great work to expound the idea that if you cannot see me 
you will at least hear and read my words. Ellison’s protagonist is invisible to 
the dominant society until his voice becomes a pulse that beats so loudly it can 
no longer be ignored. Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook is the story of 
Anna Wulf’s attempt to unite the seemingly different sections of her life 
through interceptions of memories, dreams, experiences and writings and 
reveals the strength of story and words. Walcott’s poems question 
epistemological and ontological concerns and expose how histories and stories 
can be retold to include alternative readings. Obama draws upon all these 
concerns in an attempt to unite a demoralised nation. George Bush had also 
been a reader but his choices usually were didactic in structure, almost 
manuals for construction: Eliot A. Cohen’s Supreme Command is an example 
(Kakutani 2009, 3).  Fictional works that promoted unlimited possibilities or 
change appeared to be avoided. 
Kakutani in examining the reading of Barack Obama goes on to say 
that the notion of fresh self-creation is a deeply American one and it is in fact 
a founding principle of the country, and ‘a trope addressed by such classic 
works as The Great Gatsby—and it seems to exert a strong hold on Mr 
Obama’s imagination’ (2009, 4). It appears that this desire for possibility and 
self-creation also holds a strong bind over the American public’s imagination. 
Hope and possibility are also words that have been much discussed in relation 
to The Great Gatsby but usually in a negative fashion to demonstrate the 
unattainability of the American Dream: Booker says ‘The Great Gatsby is first 
and foremost a chronicle of the death of the American Dream’ ( 2002, 41). 
The Great Gatsby also works on a very ironic level and while it may chronicle 
the death of the American Dream it also, through its poetic and lyrical writing, 
rebuilds the dream.  The novel was written in 1925 during the Jazz Age and 
the years leading into the Great Depression.  The 1920s was an era that 
refused to see the coming of some of the worst economic times in America’s 
history. The Depression began in 1929 and lasted until the early 1940s and at 
one stage a quarter of all Americans were unemployed. The United States is 
once again facing an era of economic depression but this time it has a leader 
who recognises the magnitude of the situation and yet is still able to transmit 
hope to the public. 
         Marcella Taylor  (2004) called Gatsby ‘the unfinished American Epic’ 
which focused on the ‘passing of the last utopian frontier’ and suggested the 
significance of this “passing” on American society as a whole. America, 
according to Taylor, had lost its search for promise and hope. Taylor’s 
summation seemed to ring particularly true over the last decade. In the last 
few months, however, hope has made a return and one gets the feeling that 
Fitzgerald’s words ‘but that’s no matter-to-morrow we will run faster, stretch 
out our arms farther . . . And one fine morning’ -- are once again being taken 
up with enthusiasm and desire. What is interesting in recent times is the 
resurgence of the belief that this created self identity can also help produce a 
national united version of utopia. The self-created individual remains 
important but added to this idea is the notion that the individual is part of a 
wider community. It is important to note the ‘we’ and the ‘our’ in Fitzgerald’s 
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passage because they emphasise the nation as a whole.  Gatsby, in many ways, 
failed because his utopian vision was isolated and individualistic. 
I am not suggesting that Obama is the newer improved Gatsby or a 
version of Nick but what I am suggesting is that Obama represents many of 
the ideals that Gatsby strived for and never attained. As mentioned above, The 
Great Gatsby, is often discussed in terms of revealing the failure of the 
American Dream: ‘The Great Gatsby carefully depicts America as a land 
whose once limitless utopian promise has collapsed beneath the weight of the 
rampant commodification of everything via the growth of modern consumer 
capitalism’ (Booker 2002, 41). There are striking images within the novel that 
foretell a country starting to bend under the weight of materialistic 
overindulgence: ‘Over the great bridge, with the sunlight through the girders 
making a constant flicker upon the moving cars, with the city rising up across 
the river in white heaps and sugar lumps all built with a wish out of 
nonolfactory money’ (Fitzgerald 67). There is a strong indication that at any 
moment the sugar lumps could dissolve out of existence. However, the book 
can never really be seen in terms of collapse or failure as it offers alternative 
and utopian ways of reading the story.  It is, ultimately, a positive book—a 
book that reveals the possibilities of America.  
Gatsby may not have succeeded but the novel still manages to create a 
longing for everything Gatsby could be if given an even chance or as Tony 
Tanner says ‘For surely America can produce something better than 
Buchanans, more splendid that Carraways’ (Introduction 2000, xx). There 
appears to be an inherent desire by the American people to believe that surely 
the United States can produce someone youthful, filled with promise and 
someone quite splendid. The novel could never have achieved its lasting status 
if it was merely a cautionary tale.  It is the American Dream—the story of 
self-creation and fulfilment. Gatsby creating himself but more importantly 
Nick retelling that story—giving a voice to the dream and thereby recreating 
the dream to be taken up again and again: ‘Gatsby certainly looms—looms 
and fades, looms and fades—through Nick’s history’ (Tanner 2000, xix). And 
it is this desire for retelling that has once again captured the American public.  
Richard Ruland and Malcolm Bradbury (1992) find that there has always been 
a recurring conflict in the United States between the ideal and the real, ‘the 
Utopian and the actual, the intentional and the accidental, the mythic and the 
diurnal’ (13). During Bush’s years symbolic figures such as Gatsby faded to 
the background, overtaken by Tom Buchanan types but under Obama the 
figure of Gatsby can begin to loom again. Obama has given voice to the 
dormant desires of the American people that had been pushed aside as 
unbelievable under Bush.  
Jay Gatsby had a very limited education and he identified early that 
this set him apart from those in power. Barack Obama has had an elite school 
education and is far less naïve than Gatsby.  However, Obama does offer the 
same youthful energy and unlimited hope that Gatsby offered and Americans 
still seek. Obama also has taken the individual voice and placed it within a 
community setting.  Gatsby never found a place for his voice—he also 
remained apart from the mainstream accepted community.  He was always 
seeking acceptance and when this was not forthcoming he retreated into the 
safety of silence and images. The trouble with this was that his legitimacy 
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continued to fade and it was only Nick’s use of words and story that brought 
him to the foreground. 
        Kakutani says that Obama’s understanding of words has allowed him to 
‘goad Americans to complete the unfinished work of the founders, and to 
galvanise a nation reeling from hard times with a new vision of reconciliation 
and hope’ (2). Gatsby had concentrated on images and on looking the part.  
The entire novel is filled with references to watching, eyes, images and being 
seen.  One of the most famous and lasting images of the novel is the billboard 
of the eyes of Dr T. J. Eckleburg: ‘Over the ashheaps the giant eyes of Doctor 
T. J. Eckleburg kept their vigil, but I perceived, after a moment, that other 
eyes were regarding us with peculiar intensity from less than twenty feet 
away’ (118). Myrtle, as Gatsby had also done, believed what she saw and also 
wanted people to see her in a particular way.  She failed to realise that images 
could be bended, distorted and reality shaped. Fitzgerald highlights the 
dangers of believing only what can be seen. Obama, while recognising the 
importance of images, does not solely rely on them to bring the country 
together. He has realised that image alone is not enough to unite a nation and 
bring hope back to the people.  His detailed understanding of authors such as 
Ellison has enabled him to move beyond the visual.  One of Obama’s greatest 
strengths is the combination of word, image, and voice. 
As previously stated Marcella Taylor calls The Great Gatsby ‘an 
unfinished epic’ and finds that a new order never arrives in Gatsby.  The 
ending leaves the way for the unfulfilled desire of the utopian dream to keep 
returning: ‘Gatsby dies, Nick goes home—a double epic denouement.  
However, in the traditional epic, the dying order gives rise to a new order.  
Because the new order does not arise in Gatsby, the novel as epic is unfinished 
for neither protagonist frees himself from the outdated myth’ (Taylor 2004, 
80). In the best known of all epics The Iliad and the Odyssey a new order is 
finally restored. Achilles takes his place in Hades to be worshipped for 
eternity and Odysseus returns to his son and his wife to revenge the wrong 
doings of the past and a new order begins.  It is important, however, that Nick 
returns to the West and the West, like the novel itself, offers the possibility of 
another attempt at crossing a new frontier and starting afresh.  Nick returns to 
the West so as ‘not to be borne back ceaselessly into the past’ (105) but rather 
to regain a sense of adolescence and possibility: ‘We drew in deep breaths of 
it as we walked back from dinner through the cold vestibules, unutterably 
aware of our identity with this country for one strange hour, before we melted 
indistinguishably into it again’ (167). The Great Gatsby may be an unfinished 
epic but this may in fact be its beauty.  The story can continue to be written 
and retold while still incorporating its past. It still offers the possibility that 
America can shed its old skin, re-energize and start afresh but all the while 
retaining remnants of the past. 
In The Great Gatsby the possibility for new order is hinted at but never 
eventuates—but the possibility lingers: ‘With his hands still in his coat 
pockets he stalked by me into the hall, turned sharply as if he were on a wire, 
and disappeared into the living-room’ (83).  Gatsby is always carrying out a 
delicate balancing act.  This tightrope allusion becomes an ideal way to read 
the possibility of America itself. America may want the rest of the world to 
see it as powerful, strong, and stable but the most important element of its 
strength has always been its delicacy. Bush never understood this element.  
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His government pushed symbols of military strength and unwavering power. 
Gatsby’s hopeful, yet, tender vision had disappeared under the pressure of 
Tom Buccanan types.  Tender visions were also pushed away from the 
American public during the Bush years but they have now returned.  Obama 
has become the fresh symbol for this lingering and desired possibility. He is 
the embodiment of the ‘surely something better than the Buchanans, more 
splendid than the Carraways.’ 
America has lived through, and is still suffering from, the 
consequences of attempting to blend utopian ideals with notions of materialist 
satisfaction.  It still believes in the utopian dream but is seeing this dream 
through far less innocent eyes. Gatsby was innocent or more precisely naïve in 
his attitude to achieving acceptance.  Leo Marx  (1964) suggests that Jay 
Gatsby is a famous example of a figure doomed to failure because of a 
displaced pastoral notion. The United States has often been represented as a 
pastoral landscape, a time before The Fall and Americans seen as a new 
Adam: ‘The world and history all lay before him.  And he was the type of 
creator, the poet par excellence, creating language itself by naming the 
elements of the scene about him.  All this and more were contained in the 
image of American as Adam’ (R. W. B. Lewis 1955, 5). Gatsby’s desire is to 
erase the past and start afresh in an unspoilt landscape. However, because of 
this desire Gatsby is never grounded and there is nothing that connects him to 
the land: ‘Gatsby, pale as death, with his hands plunged like weights in his 
coat pockets, was standing in a puddle of water glaring tragically into my 
eyes’ (83). Even in his death Gatsby is not connected to the land.  He dies in 
his first ever swim in his pool.  
It was not that Gatsby did not have the energetic promise and 
youthfulness that was needed to be a great success: ‘He was balancing himself 
on the dashboard of his car with that resourcefulness of movement that is so 
peculiarly American’ (62); rather, his failure to find a sense of connection has 
never fully allowed Gatsby to land—he is, in a sense, still in the water, being 
‘borne back ceaselessly into the past’ (188). Obama has no illusions about 
trying to erase the past. Raffaella Boccolini says that ‘our times need utopia 
more than ever, but they seem to be able to recover utopia mostly through 
dystopia’ (2006, 3). Obama draws upon the wrongs of the past but more 
importantly emphasises the promise of the future to reunite the flagging spirit 
of the people of the United States in what can be seen as a time of crisis. The 
United States has always used symbols as a way of uniting its ideals.  On the 
one hand President Bush recognised this fact but his use of symbols was one 
that alienated and isolated rather than drawing a nation together. Bush 
attempted to erase, or at least avoid, the past. His was a vision of power and 
muscle.  President Obama, on the other hand, does not hide or evade the 
problems of the past or future.  His utopian ideals are not seen as unreachable 
or as mere romantic longings but as reachable possibilities for America in the 
future. Jay Gatsby was a fictional representation of all that America had hoped 
for but his ideals were never actualised.  At the end of the novel Gatsby dies 
and justice does not appear to be served in any way.  Fitzgerald also reveals 
that although the physical manifestation of Gatsby may have perished his 
energetic promise and youthful longings have been retained.  However, before 
these longings can reach fulfilment they must be connected and united and 
Barack Obama is perhaps the person who can achieve this goal. 
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